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negligence of white landlords, who bleed the renters [in African American communities]
for every possible penny of profit,” while allowing “practically no output for
improvement or repairs.”'*® Surprisingly, these indictments did not result in the
destruction of the “substandard” housing in Gaston County’s African American
neighborhoods, as was the case throughout the South during the 1950s and 1960s, when
urban redevelopment plans wiped out block after block of African American homes and
businesses. In Winston Salem, thousands of acres of African American housing,
businesses, churches, and community houses were marked as blighted areas, razed, and
replaced with modern apartments, houses and shopping centers.”*’ While the physical
nature of the Highland neighborhood remained much as it had been under Jim Crow (the
only large change involving the construction of the four-lane stretch of N. C. Highway
321 in the mid-1950s, which physically bisected the community between North York
Street and North Boyce Street), the community became increasingly less diverse in terms
of class. Middle-class African Americans, freed from the constraints of segregation,
moved out of the Highland Neighborhood, while those who could not afford to buy their
own homes were forced to stay in the rental housing in Highland.

Although Highland escaped destruction during the early urban renewal push of
the 1960s, the neighborhood was targeted in the last decade of the twentieth century as
the location for the county’s civic expansion plan. In the mid-1990s, the entire Highland
commercial district, from the south block face of East Walnut and Granite avenues south
to the border of the neighborhood at Airline Avenue, was demolished to make way for
the new Gaston County Courthouse, Jail, and Offices of Health and Human Services.'*®
Few physical traces remain of the once vibrant group of black-owned and operated
businesses along Page and Walnut Avenue and along the southern end of North York
Street, which had made the Highland neighborhood such a unique and inspiring
landscape for African Americans throughout Gaston County. As African Americans in
Gastonia have continued to achieve economic and cultural successes that would have
seemed impossible in the Jim Crow era, and as former members of the Highland

136 Ibid.

137 Langdon E. Oppermann, 1993 Architectural and Planning Report: Winston Salem’s Afvican American
Resources (North Carolina Division of Archives and History: Raleigh, 1993), 17.

138 Gaston County Courthouse Dedication, (Gaston County Courthouse Dedication Committee, 1998).
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community spread across the city, the county, and the country, Highland has ceased to be
the center of African American life in Gaston County. In 1999, the community’s largest
congregation, St. Stephen’s A. M. E. Zion Church, moved from its 1928 brick Gothic
Revival building on North Marietta Street to the former First Baptist Church building on
West Franklin Avenue, a towering brick Spanish Revival style building that was
previously home to the county’s largest and most affluent white Baptist congregation.'*

CONCLUSION

From the turn of the twentieth century to the mid-1950s, African Americans in
North Carolina and throughout the South struggled against the rigid segregation of Jim
Crow. With the United States Supreme Court decision in Plessy v. Ferguson, Southern
states were able to legally enforce the separation of black and white citizens, and the idea
put forth in the decision concerning "separate but equal” facilities was easily brushed
aside. In Gaston County, the disadvantages African Americans faced through
segregation were compounded by the policy of the county's cotton textile industry of
hiring only white labor for all but the most menial jobs. Despite these constraints, the
county's black population managed to build close-knit, relatively independent
communities. Many of these communities (such as Highland in Gastonia and Reid in
Belmont) were vital centers filled with black-owned businesses, schools, and churches.
Before the promise of jobs created through Gaston County's new textile economy lured
black farmers and farm laborers to Gastonia and other small towns, many African
Americans (along with the rest of the county's population) lived in rural areas. Like
many other counties in North Carolina, Gaston did have its share of black tenant farmers
and sharecroppers, many of whom formed their own communities within the tenant
housing provided by their employers. The system of tenant farming left many black
farmers chained to their landlords through a never-ending cycle of debt, and those who
were able to break this cycle usually moved up to renting farm land or even owning a
small farm of their own. Rural farming communities, such as Chestnut Ridge and Neely's
Grove, consisted of small groupings of those families who either owned or rented the
land they worked. Most communities had their own churches, and, with the aid of the

139 «A Partnership Preserves the Faith,” The Charlotte Observer, August 7, 1999.
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Rosenwald Fund, their own schools. Although the textile boom of the early 1900s did
lure many black families away from rural, these families retained close ties to their rural
communities.

The growth of the cotton textile industry in Gaston County offered countless job
opportunities for many white farmers and laborers in the surrounding countryside;
however, this invitation to work was not extended to African Americans. Nevertheless,
growing populations within the county's textile centers -- especially in the county seat of
Gastonia -- did allow many African Americans to take advantage of employment
opportunities that came out of these burgeoning towns. Housing was generally not
provided within mill villages for those few African Americans who worked in menial
jobs for the mills; the High Springs section of the Loray mill village and the Baltimore
community in Cramerton were two important exceptions to that rule.

Within Gaston County's growing towns, black communities began to form and
expand in the early twentieth century. Most of these communities consisted of just a few
streets with a church, general store and small school. Although these smaller
communities did have a modicum of independence from the town to which they were
connected, none were as developed or self-reliant as the Highland community on the
northern edge of Gastonia. Highland, by far the largest black community in the county,
contained a thriving business district, the county's only black hospital, Highland High
School, and many of Gaston's finest Gothic Revival churches. For many black residents
of Gaston County, the Highland community served to show how much could be
accomplished by African Americans, despite the difficulties of Jim Crow.

Legalized segregation and limited opportunities afforded to African Americans
from the cotton textile industry served to mold the development of black communities in
Gaston County from roughly 1900 to 1950. The Craftsman bungalows housing members
of Gastonia's black middle-class, the rows of rental housing along North York Street in
Highland, the mill houses tucked against Cramer Mountain far from the mill village, and
the Gothic Revival church that serves as the centerpiece for the small black community
within Lowell -- all these buildings were constructed within these contexts. Uncovering
the full history of these buildings and communities was an extremely difficult task -- with
few written records concerning African Americans in Gaston County, and city directories
only for Gastonia, the majority of the information on small town communities and rural
resources came from numerous interviews with older residents, as well as from church
histories and other unpublished documents (which were few). During the course of
conducting fieldwork for the survey, it was quite disheartening to discover just how many
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resources have been demolished, neglected, or altered -- the loss of the Highland business
district, for example, completely changed the neighborhood, and Stewart Elementary
School, the only Rosenwald school remaining in the county, has been significantly
altered. The resources that remain tell the story of African Americans in Gaston County
under Jim Crow.
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PROPERTY TYPES

While African Americans in Gaston County’s rural areas, mill villages, small
towns and county seat of Gastonia managed to build closely-knit, relatively independent
communities within the constraints of Jim Crow during the first half of the twentieth
century, the buildings they constructed within these segregated communities followed the
conservative architectural trends and established building types set by white communities
in the county. The following discussion of building types included within this survey is
divided into four categories. The first three categories are listed in descending order by
number of buildings: Residential, Commercial, Institutional. The fourth category,
Historic Districts, deals with collections of individual buildings which possess a
particular significance as a group. Each category will include a general description of the
building type, a listing of the different buildings included within each building type, a
brief statement of the significance of each building type, and the registration
requirements for potentially eligible properties within each category.

TYPE 1: RESIDENTIAL

Description
The vast majority of the properties included within this survey are examples of

residences lived in by African Americans during the period 1900 to 1950. The types of
residences which housed African Americans during the Jim Crow era were largely
dependent on the economic status of the occupant, but almost all residences within
African American communities were one or one-and-a —half-story frame dwellings.
Although duplexes were a popular form for African American and working-class white
rental housing, this building type was seldom found in Gaston County’s African
American communities, where practically all of the residences were built as single-
family structures. Original building materials included wood framing, wood siding,
double-hung, four-over-four or six-over-six windows, and brick foundation piers.
However, given the fact that most of these residences have been remodeled or updated
with modern materials, very few of the county’s African American houses retain all of
these original features.

For this survey, residential units are divided into three categories: owner-occupied
housing, rental housing, and mill village housing. Housing types in both rural and urban
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African American communities that date from the first half of the century show that
certain house designs were used almost exclusively for rental housing, and others for
owner-occupied housing. Mill villages in Gaston County typically show little difference
between houses for African American workers and white workers — proximity to white
housing seems to have been the distinguishing factor for African American mill housing.

A. Owner-Occupied Housing

The owner-occupied residences in African American communities across Gaston
County are primarily one and one-and-a-half-story bungalows, although a few traditional
forms, such as the I-house and Colonial Revival styles, make up some of the most
impressive examples of middle-class African American housing. Another type of house,
the hall-and-parlor plan, although more modest than the I-house, is now rare in these
communities., The form, used for owner-occupied housing and in early rental housing,
was largely replaced in the early twentieth century by the increasingly popular Craftsman
style bungalow. Here, the term “Craftsman bungalow’ denotes a more sophisticated
building type than the smaller “Craftsman-inspired” structures widely used for rental
housing. The early-twentieth century bungalow was a house type intended for those
individuals “who earned enough to own their own homes but who needed to husband
their resources.” The plans that appeared in countless magazines, design books, and
catalogs (most notably Chicago’s Sears, Roebuck and Co.) were varied and easily
adapted to fit particular tastes. For these reasons, the bungalow became the house design
of choice for Gaston County’s more affluent African Americans in the 1910s and 1920s.
Although the Craftsman bungalow did not lend itself to use as rental housing, which was
generally much smaller than the average owner-occupied bungalow and lacked the
combination of details (full front porch, decorative brackets, exposed rafter tails,
substantial porch posts, etc.) which characterized the true Craftsman house, Craftsman-
inspired rental housing, which often included one or two general characteristics of the
style, became very common in Gaston County’s African American neighborhoods in the
1920s and 1930s."*

1 Elizabeth Collins Cromley and Carter L. Hudgins, Ed. Gender, Class, and Shelter: Perspectives in
Vernacular Architecture, V. ( Knoxville: 1995), p. 180.
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1. Hall-and-Parlor

The hall-and-parlor is a widely accepted national house type, appearing in the
North Carolina piedmont as a one-story, side-gable, single-pile structure
throughout the nineteenth century and into the early years of the twentieth
century. This form is thus one of the oldest house types within African American
neighborhoods that formed in the late 1800s. The hall-and-parlor, a one-story
version of the I-house plan, is typically a side-gabled structure, one room deep
and three bays wide, with a shed or gabled porch, and six-over-six windows.
Good examples of the hall-and-parlor plan house remain in Cherryville’s Freedom
Neighborhood, along the west face of South Mountain Street’s 600 and 700
blocks (GS1042). These homes operated as farms on the edge of the community,
and most likely form the oldest residential block in Freedom.

2. I- House

Although usually considered a rural house type, the traditional I-house
form was the choice for several home owners within the Highland neighborhood
and within Mt. Holly’s Freedom Neighborhood, and the two-story, hall-and-parlor
or center passage plan stands out among the horizontal lines of the
neighborhood’s bungalows and the low rows of one-story rental housing. Unlike
the bungalow, I-houses within African American communities tend date from the
late 1800s or from the turn-of-the-century, and many may have been built as
farmhouses or rural structures before the widespread development of segregated
neighborhoods. Typically, this house type is a one-room-deep (later versions are
often two-rooms-deep), side-gabled structure, three bays wide, with a porch that
extends the length of the fagade, often wrapping around one side of the building.
Windows are typically a six-over-six configuration. A National Register eligible
example of the I-house is the Harvey Pryor House (GS984) at 306 North Pryor
Street in the west side of Highland, currently listed on the National Register Study
List.

3. Craftsman Bungalow

First promoted in the late 1890s and early 1900s as a distinctly Californian
architectural style by brothers Charles Sumner Greene and Henry Mather Greene,
the Craftsman style, with its low, horizontal lines, large porches, and distinctive
detailing, was promoted extensively in magazines that varied from The
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Architectural Record to Ladies Home Journal. This national publicity, along with
the profusion of pattern books and complete construction packages, including pre-
cut lumber along with a complete set of buildings plans and specification, made
the Craftsman bungalow “the most popular and fashionable smaller house in the
country.”™! In Gaston County, the bungalow was the most popular choice for
African Americans who could afford to build their own homes. Plans were
relatively inexpensive, easy to come by and easy to construct, and the large,
horizontal floor plan distinguished the house from the small, compact rental
housing that had overtaken most African American neighborhoods in the early
twentieth century. The roofline of owner-occupied bungalows also helped to
distinguish them from renters— home owners gravitated towards side-gabled or
cross-gables bungalows, in contrast to the rows of front-gable Craftsman style
rental housing. Many of the county’s few remaining owner-occupied rural
properties are also Craftsman bungalows. In addition to their low profile, many
of these owner-occupied bungalows include the distinctive detailing that
characterized the style — exposed rafter tails, decorative beams and knee brackets,
low, overhanging porches supported by wide brick piers topped with squared
columns, and three or four-over-one window configurations. The three National
Register eligible examples of the Craftsman bungalow (all of which are now on
the National Register Study List) - the C. J. B. Reid House (GS1066) in
Belmont’s Reid Neighborhood, the Erwin Saunders House (GS1028) in
Gastonia’s Highland Neighborhood, and the Dr. Herbert J. Erwin House (GS964),
also in Highland — are among the best examples of this type in the county, .

B. Rental Housing

The vast majority of the African American houses in Gaston County were rental
properties built by landlords and developers. Contractors who constructed the rows of
rental housing in Highland and all of the small towns around Gastonia used standard and
familiar buildings plans. In general the rental housing built for African Americans across
the county can be grouped into three major types: shotgun houses, pyramidal cottages,
and Craftsman-style front-gable and hipped-roof houses.

! Virginia and Lee McAlester, A Field Guide to American Houses (New York, 1997), 452-455.
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1. Shotgun Houses

The shotgun house, typically a front-gabled structure one bay wide, with a shed-
roof front porch, whose rooms are set one behind the other, is a traditional
southern urban house form, used predominantly in African American
neighborhoods from around 1880 through the early decades of the twentieth
century. The origin of the form is debated: some scholars contend that the
shotgun house may have originated in Africa and been transferred to the West
Indies, Haiti, and eventually New Orleans and the southern United States by
African slaves carried over in the slave trade, while others insist that the shotgun
is the traditional hall-and-parlor form turned on its end to fit into narrow urban
lots.'** Whatever its origin, the shotgun house was once a predominant form
within African American neighborhoods — two-room and three-room deep
shotguns outnumber almost every other house type in early twentieth century
Sanborn Maps of these communities. However, many of these closely spaced
rows of shotguns that once dominated African American neighborhoods in Gaston
County have been demolished. The Highland neighborhood still contains the
largest number of shotgun houses, generally frame structures which originally
featured six-over-six or four-over-four windows, shed-roofed porches spanning
the narrow fagade, and offset front entryways, and several two-room examples are
included in the National Register eligible Highland hospital district (listed on the
National Register Study List), on North Falls Street (GS908).

2. Pyramidal Cottages

The pyramidal cottage is one of the most distinctive examples of rental
housing in Gaston County, and was among the most popular form for mass
construction during the 1920s and 1930s. The house, with its nearly square plan
(four rooms around a central axis) and pyramidal roofline, were easily and
inexpensively constructed, and consequently they began to replace earlier forms
like the hall-and-parlor and shotgun house. The typical pyramidal cottage found
in Gaston County was a frame dwelling with wooden clapboards, a centrally
placed entryway flanked by two windows (six-over-six or four-over-four
configuration) and covered by a shed or gabled porch. The most distinctive

12 1bid, 90.
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feature of the earlier pyramidal cottages was the house type’s central fireplace,
which could service small hearths in every room of the house. The John Biggers
House (GS975) in Highland (listed on the National Register Study List and
eligible for individual nomination) retains this feature. Numerous excellent
examples of the pyramidal cottage remain in practically all of Gaston County’s
African American neighborhoods.

3. Craftsman-Style Houses

This type encompasses a variety of similar houses that appear in Gaston
County’s African American neighborhoods between the 1920s and 1930s, and in
some instances into the 1940s. While the rooflines and porches of these houses
vary — from front-gable/front-gable porch and front gable/shed porch
combinations to hipped roof examples very similar to pyramidal cottages, but
featuring an integrated porch - they are all included in one category because of
their typical Craftsman detailing. Although only the best examples combine all of
these features, including exposed rafter tails, decorative beams or knee brackets
under gables, low pitched roof, wide brick porch column bases, and squared porch
columns,. most of the Craftsman style houses surveyed (except in the most altered
examples), retained at least one distinctive Crafisman detail. The most popular
Craftsman house in Gaston County’s African American communities was the
front-gable form — earlier examples often included a front-gable porch with
exposed rafter tails, while later examples featured a simple shed porch. As with
the pyramidal cottage, numerous examples of this house type remain throughout
the county.

Significance
The residential buildings constructed for African Americans in the Jim Crow

period are significant because they reflect the changing settlement patterns of Gaston
County’s African Americans, the urbanization of the county’s population as a whole, and
the varying economic status of African Americans in Gaston County’s black
neighborhoods. The physical and stylistic differences between owner-occupied housing
and rental houses served to differentiate classes within all-black communities, while the
owner-occupied houses became standards to which all African American community
members could aspire. Although these houses are not outstanding for their architecture,
they reflect, more than any other building type, the lifestyles of their occupants during the
first half of the twentieth century.
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Registration
Because the emphasis of this survey concentrates on the association between the

built environment and the development of Gaston County’s African American
communities during the period c. 1900 - c. 1950, the primary consideration for
determining eligibility to the National Register for all of the resources surveyed will be
the property's historical association with events that have made a significant contribution
to the broad patterns of African American history in Gaston County (Criterion A).
Questions such as integrity of design, materials, workmanship, setting and association
remain important for the consideration of residential buildings built by or for African
American families within Gaston County for the National Register of Historic Places.

Most residential resources that will be eligible for the National Register will be so
as part of a National Register Historic District. A small number of residences will be
individually eligible for the Register as particularly well-preserved examples of a housing
type, and, in most cases (such as the John Biggers House in Highland), for their historical
association with a significant person. For houses eligible as well-preserved examples of a
housing type, integrity of design, materials, and workmanship will particularly important
in determining individual eligibility. For residences associated with an historically
significant person, significant integrity must be retained to convey the historic appearance
of the resource during its period of significance.

TYPE 2: COMMERCIAL
Description

Very few commercial buildings historically associated with African Americans
still stand in Gaston County. The destruction of the Highland community’s large
commercial district in the 1990s eliminated the majority of the county’s pre-1950 black-
owned-and-operated businesses, and many of the modest commercial districts in Gaston
County’s small town African American communities were replaced with housing as the
communities became strictly residential areas. The examples that have survived fall into
three categories: the one-room grocery, the two-story commercial/residential
combination, and the multi-unit commercial block.
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1. One-Room Grocery
A popular form in rural and urban settings throughout Gaston County, the one-
room grocery was often erected to serve the general needs of a specific area of a
community. Generally, the proprietors of these structures sold a wide variety of
products, including foodstuffs, school supplies, farming supplies, household
items, and tobacco; some were used on the weekends as juke joints for local
teenagers. These buildings are plain rectangular frame structures, usually with a
front-gable or flat roof, and windows flanking a central entrance on the fagade.
Often, the entrance is protected by a shed roof, supported by metal or wooden
poles which go straight to the ground. Occasionally, a plank porch fronts the
building. Examples of this building type include the C. V. Alexander Store (GS
1064) in Crowder’s Mountain, the J.R. Reid Store (GS1010) in Belmont’s Reid
Community, and Floyd Byer’s Café (GS1045) in Cherryville’s Freedom
community.

2. Commercial/Residential Combination

These structures served the urban community of Highland, and were most likely
the predominant commercial building in the Union Square area of Highland. The
building combines public and private space, with the business on the ground floor
and a living space above. These are simple, rectangular structures made of brick
(often stuccoed), with a flat roof. The ground floor storefront features large
windows and an offset door, and an exterior wooden staircase on the side elevation
to give access to the second floor. The Hillside Barbershop (GS894) on North York
Street and Odom’s Appliance Store (GS906) on Nat Barber Avenue, both in the
Highland Neighborhood, are the best remaining examples of this building type.

3. Multi-unit Commercial Block

The multi-unit commercial block became a popular commercial building type for
the larger commercial districts in the Highland Neighborhood and Belmont’s Reid
Neighborhood, and were generally constructed in the 1930s and 1940s. Only two
examples of this building type survive today, one in Reid and one in Highland. The
building is generally a one-story, flat-roofed, rectangular brick structure, with the
long elevation facing the street. Both of the remaining examples have been stuccoed.
Simple storefronts -- two windows flanking a single door -- punctuate the common
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fagade. The best remaining example of this building type is the commercial block on
the east face of the 700 block of North York Street (GS895) in Highland.

Significance
The commercial buildings erected in Gaston County’s African American

communities between c. 1900 — c. 1950 are significant because they exemplify the
economic success that many African Americans were able to achieve despite the
constraints of Jim Crow laws, and because they reflect the increasing autonomy of
African American communities. The diverse array of African American businesses
within these neighborhoods enabled black consumers to support black business owners
and strengthen the economic power of their communities, instead of relying on white
businesses outside of their neighborhoods.

Registration Requirements

To qualify for listing on the National Register of Historic Places, a commercial
building included in the is survey must have been constructed between the years 1900 to <
1950. The building must retain sufficient architectural features to identify its original
function. Factors such as integrity of design, materials, workmanship, setting and
association will be of particular importance, since most of these primarily urban
structures may be included within a National Register district.

TYPE 3: INSTITUTIONAL
Description

There are three types of institutional buildings included in Gaston County’s
African American built environment under Jim Crow — religious, educational, and civic.
As the centerpieces of their communities, these buildings — churches, schools, community
houses, hospitals, etc. — are often the most architecturally impressive buildings within
African American neighborhoods. Churches in particular were erected with great care
and attention to detail, and practically all of the African American churches constructed
in the Jim Crow era adhered to a common architectural style. The county’s black
schools, erected largely through the economic support of the Rosenwald Fund, were also
similar in design and construction. Although civic structures — Masonic lodges,
community houses, and other buildings — were once an integral part of African American
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‘communities, the only remaining civic structures associated with African Americans
dating from the Jim Crow era are the county’s two black hospital buildings.

A. Religious

Churches, more than any other building type within Gaston County’s African
American neighborhoods, represented the aspirations of the members of these
communities. The church formed the spiritual and social center of their
communities while serving as a reflection of their members’ devotion to God.
Consequently, African American communities devoted a good deal of their time
and money to replacing simple frame churches from the Reconstruction era with
larger, more impressive structures, structures befitting their growing economic
and social independence. In the construction of church buildings, African
Americans remained conservative and traditional in their choice of architectural
styles, and almost all of the African American church buildings included in this
survey are brick Gothic Revival churches. The majority of these Gothic Revival
buildings feature a distinctive double-tower fagade, a form particularly popular
among African American communities across the state. Two National Register
eligible examples of this double-tower form are the former St. Stephen’s A. M. E.
Zion Church (GS961) on North Marietta Street and St. Paul’s Baptist Church
(GS966) on North Oakland Street, both in the Highland Neighborhood. Perhaps
the best example of Gothic Revival architecture included in this survey, which
features a single offset tower and double gabled fagade, is Wright’s Chapel A. M.
E. Zion Church (GS1001) in the town of Lowell. All three of these churches are
currently on the National Register Study List.

B. Educational

Although the majority of school buildings constructed for Gaston County’s
African Americans in the Jim Crow era were built with grants from the
Rosenwald Fund, and were thus very similar in style and materials, the three
black schools that remain from the first half of the twentieth century vary greatly
in their location, their history, and their building styles. The one remaining
Rosenwald School in the county, the Stewart School (GS1037) in Bessemer City,
has been altered to such as degree that the distinctive features that characterize
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Rosenwald Schools — the large banks of windows, the H-plan of the eight-
classroom school, the white weatherboard siding — are no longer present. The two
remaining schools, however, are excellent, if atypical, examples of schoolhouse
design, and both are National Register eligible examples. The Highland School
building, on North York Street in the Highland Neighborhood, was built in 1936
as a WPA project, and originally served as an extension of the original Highland
High School (GS947), housing elementary classrooms. The building is a large
two-story, stuccoed-brick rectangular structure, with a flat roof, little detailing,
and a windowless fagade. A brick gymnasium was added to the rear of the
building in 1939. The second school is the only schoolhouse constructed by a
mill owner for his African American employees, in addition to being the most
pristine African American school building in Gaston County. The Baltimore
school in Cramerton (GS1049) was built in the 1920s by Stuart Cramer for his
African American workers in the Baltimore community. The small frame
schoolhouse, a gabled structure with a sloping rear ell and integrated corner
porch, has remained virtually unchanged since its construction, and is currently on
the National Register Study List, eligible for individual nomination.

C. Civic

The only civic buildings in Gaston County’s African American communities
that have survived to the present are the First Gastonia Colored Hospital (GS954)
and the Gaston County Negro Hospital (GS963), located almost side by side in
the Highland Neighborhood. The buildings themselves are simple long,
rectangular, side-gabled brick buildings - the Gaston County Negro Hospital,
constructed in the 1937 to replace the 1919 Gastonia Colored Hospital, is now
used as a retirement home. The more modest Gastonia Colored Hospital is now a
private residence. Both properties are on the National Register Study List.
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Significance ‘
Institutional buildings played an important role in Gaston County’s African

American communities, and remain significant as the pinnacle of African American
architecture within the county. Impressive churches, school buildings, and civic
structures gave African Americans a sense of community pride, and reflected the
economic success of developing black communities during the Jim Crow era.

Registration Requirements

In order to qualify for listing in the National Register of Historic Places, an
institutional building included in this survey must have been constructed during the Jim
Crow era, ¢. 1900-c. 1950. Unlike many of the residential and commercial buildings in
this survey, many of these institutional buildings will be individually eligible due to their
architectural significance; because institutional buildings are typically located in the
hearts of their communities, many may also be included within a National Register
district. Thus, to individually qualify, an institutional building should be largely intact
and an excellent example of its form or style (particularly the Gothic Revival church
buildings). Integrity of design, materials, and workmanship is particularly important for
individual and district consideration, and resources connected to a potential district
should retain integrity of location, setting, feeling, and association. Because institutional
buildings are relatively rare, particularly in comparison to the number of residential
buildings, modest alterations that do not fundamentally alter the historic appearance of
the building should not prevent an institutional building from being eligible for the
National Register.

TYPE 4: HISTORIC DISTRICTS
Description

The above building types come together to form cohesive units in historic
districts. The districts identified in this survey generally fall into three categories, based
on the building types which they encompass — residential districts, mill village districts,
and mixed-use districts. Residential districts generally include a group of dwellings
within a community that are exceptionally pristine examples of a specific house type,
most often constructed as a group for use as rental housing. Mill village districts,
although also purely residential in many cases, are unique in their association with a
specific textile mill or company. In addition, African American mill village districts are
distinctive type because of their isolation from a true community
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setting with commercial and institutional buildings as well as residences. Mixed-use
districts generally include at least one important civic or institutional building (in most
cases, churches) anchoring a surrounding group of residences. Five areas have been
identified through this survey as being eligible for the National Register Historic District
nomination, and are now on the National Register Study List: the Shady Avenue/Granite
Avenue historic district (GS979, GS981, GS982, GS985); the Hospitals historic district
(GS963, GS954, GS908, GS920, GS921); the Southeast Highland historic district
(GS961, GS964, GS966, GS937, GS938, GS940, GS941 GS942, GS1028); the High
Springs historic district (GS1002, GS1004, GS1003, GS1005, GS1006) and the
Baltimore historic district (GS1048, GS1049, GS1050, and GS1051).

A. Residential Districts

The majority of buildings within any African American community in Gaston
County during the Jim Crow era were residential structures. Although these
communities included all income levels (since African Americans were restricted,
regardless of class, to segregated neighborhoods), African American urban
housing, particularly the Highland neighborhood in Gastonia, were roughly
divided into two areas — owner-occupied and rental housing. Owner-occupied
housing, which often form the oldest areas of a community, are often mingled
with commercial, institutional and civic buildings. Strictly residential districts are
more often found as pockets of well-preserved rental housing, most often
constructed as a group by a particular developer and often nearly identical in their
plan and detailing. Several of these areas still remain in many of Gaston County’s
African American neighborhoods, the most notable of which is the Shady
Avenue/Granite Avenue district. Constructed as in the mid-1930s as a new section
of working-class housing for blacks, the U-shaped district is comprised almost
entirely of one-story, double-pile front-gabled frame structures covered with
white painted weatherboard siding and fronted by shed front porches.

B. Mill Villages

African American housing in Gaston County’s mill villages is relatively rare,
since very few textile jobs were open to African Americans until the late 1950s
and early 1960s; the small number of jobs that were available to African
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American did not often offer steady employment. Most often, African
American mill housing, if it existed in a complex, would occupy only one or two
small streets on the edge of the community, such as in the Rex Mill in Ranlo.
However, two textile mills, the Loray Mill in Gastonia and Cramer Mills in
Cramerton, offered fairly sizable areas of housing for their African American
employers. These pockets of mill dwellings are unique not only for their
association with an industry known for its discriminatory hiring practices, but also
because of their isolation from true black communities. High Springs, the African
American section of the Loray Mill Village, had its own church building, but
residents had to go east to Highland for most other social and commercial
activities. Similarly, though Stuart Cramer provided his African American
employees with a small school in Baltimore, residents traveled to the Neely Grove
community to attend church services and socialize. Considering the small number
of these distinct districts, it is surprising that each mill dealt very differently with
the problem of employing and housing African Americans in textiles. The
housing used for African Americans is generally the same as the mill’s white
homes — one and one-and-a-half story hall-and-parlor dwellings with shed
porches, weatherboard siding, and six-over-six windows in High Springs, and
one-story pyramidal cottages and steeply hipped frame house with integrated
corner porches and cross gables with a distinctive diamond patterned detail in the
Baltimore community. The placement of the houses was the most important
factor for mill owners — African American mill housing in High Springs was on
the outer edge of the mill village, originally with a buffer of open space between
the last white housing and the first black housing. Stuart Cramer took the idea of
racial segregation even further, building the Baltimore neighborhood acressthe
South Fork River from the all-white mill village, on an isolated parcel on the side L«
of Cramer Mountain. The High Springs area and the Baltimore community area b
are both on the Study List for the National Register as eligible historic districts. S
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C. Mixed-Use Districts

Mixed-use districts are groups of buildings within Gaston County’s
African American communities that include at least two building types; most
often they consist of one or more commercial, institutional, or civic buildings,
which served the community as a whole, surrounded by residences. Because of
the inclusion of a variety of building types, multi-use districts most often give the
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Y
__—7 most complete view of African American community life during the Jim Crow

era, The two mixed-use districts identified in this survey are the Southeast
Highland district and the Hospitals district, also in Highland. Southeast Highland is
anchored by three individually eligible properties: Saint Stephen’s A.M.E. Zion Church
(arguably the most influential church in Highland); Saint Paul’s Baptist Church; and the
home of Gaston County’s first practicing African American physician, Dr. Herbert J.
Erwin. Along with the Oakland Cemetery, Gastonia’s only city-owned African
American cemetery, and the variety of house types in the area (which includes owner-
occupied and rental housing), this district includes almost all of the building types present
in this community. The Hospital district is centered around the former Gaston County
Colored Hospital and the former Gaston County Negro Hospital, both on the National
Register Study List, eligible for individual nomination. This area includes both rental
housing (primarily pyramidal cottages and two-room shotgun houses) and black-owned
and occupied bungalows, forming a group of houses representative of the diverse
economic nature of Highland in the early twentieth century.

Significance
Districts, more than any other property type, allow for a more complete

understanding of African American community as a whole. While single structures can
only convey information about one building, and single aspect of community life, the
diverse array of properties encompassed by the boundaries of a mixed-use historic district
allow for comparisons and give a sense of the context in which these buildings existed
originally and how they survive today. In the case of most residential and mill village
districts, where the buildings themselves are most often very similar, it is even more
essential to view the group of buildings as a whole, since each individual structure is
significant only when considered as part of the larger resource.

Registration
In order to qualify for listing in the National Register of Historic Places,

properties to be included as contributing buildings within a historic district must have
been constructed during the Jim Crow era, ¢.1900 - c. 1950. Contributing structures must
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make up the majority of the resources within the district, and these properties should
retain the ability to convey the feeling and association of the period of significance. In
addition, the contributing resources within the district must retain sufficient architectural
features to identify their original function and place within the community. Factors such
as integrity of design, materials, workmanship, setting and association will be of
particular importance, since National Register historic districts must convey a sense of
historic and/or architectural cohesiveness.
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